The difference between TQM and organizational learning is questioned, with an inclusion of characteristics and problems encountered. It is stated that TQM is a vehicle for organizational learning. Australian organizations are used to provide examples of this link. An examination is made of systematic problem solving, with an experimentation of new approaches, learning from experience, and the transfer of knowledge within these 3 companies. It is concluded that TQM is part of becoming a learning organization, but that most TQM initiatives do not lead to organizational learning.
_______________________________________________________________

Full Text
There appears to be no doubt about the importance oftotal quality management (TQM) and its positive relationship with competitiveness in terms of improved productivity and reduced costs. The establishment of national quality awards in many countries has increased management's quality awareness and recognized accomplishment in product and service quality improvements. More recently, the concept of the learning organization (where people continually expand their capacity to create desired results and new patterns of thinking are nurtured) has gained considerable momentum. However, is the concept any different from TQM? What are the characteristics or building blocks for developing a learning organization?
Are the problems associated with developing learning organizations any different from developing TQM organizations? TQM, if practised as a philosophy as well as a set of techniques, can be a vehicle for organizational learning. Indeed, quality is primarily associated with learning. One commentator has suggested that the connection between TQM and the learning organization is evident in two ways:
(1) There is a cause-and-effect relationship learning is an intended outcome of TQM.
(2) There is a correlation between two powerful systems --process improvement and organizational learning --which are operating in a concurrent and integrated manner.
It has also been suggested that, to become a learning organization, a company needs to be skilled at: * systematic problem solving; * experimentation with new approaches; * learning from its own experiences and past history; * learning from experiences and best practice of others; * transferring knowledge throughout the organization. Three Melbourne-based organizations which have succeeded with their quality programmes are good examples of the link between TQM and the learning organization:
(1) W.A. Deutscher Metal Products Group manufactures a range of self-drilling and threadforming screws. In the early 1980s, the company experienced falling market share and declining financial viability. A review determined that improvements were needed in quality, customer orientation and production;
(2) Ramset Fasteners Limited manufactures a range of products including fastening systems, drilling and anchoring systems, adhesives and sealants. Its TQM initiative dates back to the mid-1980s but did not get off the ground because of lack of support from middle management.
(3) Toyota Motor Corporation Australia is one of the four main automotive manufacturers in Australia. TQM has resulted in greater focus on both customers and suppliers, standardization and quality control and extensive training and employee involvement.
When these TQM initiatives are analysed in terms of the required skills listed above, a link between TQM and the learning organization becomes clear.
Systematic problem solving
Deutscher has introduced data collection mechanisms on which decision making and problem solving can be based. These include: quality history sheets; * the installation of automatic load monitors to track quality variations; and * a customer feedback study to determine which products are in demand and why.
Competitive advantage at Ramset Fasteners is focused on product quality and the company has introduced many initiatives:
Clearly, these companies have emerged as learning organizations. Over the past five to ten Pages 32
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